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Miller and Boyle: Interview with Mary Miller

Not All Who Wander Are Lost:
An Interview with Mary Miller

William Boyle
In his introduction to the second edition of Big World (Short Flight/Long Drive
Books, 2009), Chris Offutt calls Mary Miller “a natural writer in possession of
narrative confidence, a bold precision of language, and a willingness to take
great risks with story, structure, and character. Big World is a book that I have
revisited often since I first read it a couple of years ago. I teach it in fiction
classes (and comp classes, if I can get away with it), I recommend it to people
constantly, buy copies for friends who write and friends who don’t, and I
think of it—alongside Larry Brown’s Facing the Music and Denis Johnson’s Jesus'
Son—as the kind of book that makes me remember everything I love about
writing and literature.

Mary Miller is also the author of two chapbooks, Less Shiny (Magic
Helicopter Press, 2008) and They Could No Longer Contain Themselves: A Collection
of Five Flash Chapbooks (Rose Metal, 2011). Her fiction has been published in
McSweeneys Quarterly, Ninth Letter, Mississippi Review, American Short Fiction, Oxford
American, Black Clock, New Stories from the South 2008, and other magazines and
journals. She received a Master’s degree in English and Creative Writing from The
Center for Writers at the University of Southern Mississippi and currently Eves
in Austin, Texas, where she is a Michener Fellow at the University of Texas and
serves as Fiction Editor of Bat City Review. Since her travels wouldn’t take her back
to Mississippi for a few months at least, this interview was conducted by e-mail.
William Boyle: picked up your book back when it came out. Hadn’t heard
anything about it yet, hadn’t read anything. Being a fan of old pulp novels,
pretty much just picked it up because of how it looked and then I started
reading “Leak and I couldn’t put it down. Can you talk a little about how the
book came about? Did the folks at Short Flight/Long Drive approach you? It’s
such a beautiful little book—and the design matches the stories so well. Who
designed it? Did you have input on how it looked? This might be a stretch, but
I see a connection between the narrators of your stories and characters from
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some of my favorite hard-boiled novels. Do you have any interest in or feel
any connection to that stuff?
Mary Miller: Thanks! Okay that's a lot of questions... Hopefully IT manage to
answer a few of them» Elizabeth Ellen and I had been reading and liking each
other's work for a few years before she asked if I had short story manuscript
available» This was in the late spring/early summer of
I didn't think I
had anything resembling a manuscript, but I put al of my stories together and
came up with
World. I can't remember how many double-spaced pages it
was, but it was pretty tiny» Thankfully she liked it, and so did Aaron Burch. My
book was the second one that Elizabeth and Aaron published» The first book
they put out was The Sicily Papers by Michele Orange, which is a lovely little
memoir that looks like a passport» It even has the bumpy feel of a passport»
I'm not sure why they decided Big World should look like an old pulp novel—I
think it was Aaron's idea» And I'm not sure which one of us suggested the title
Big World, though it's my favorite story in the colection» We also considered
Even the Interstate Is Pretty and Fast Trains. Elizabeth selected the order of the
stories and suggested edits, like cutting several awful paragraphs from the end
of "Not All Who Wander Are Lost," which made such a big difference» They
chose David Kramer for the artwork few years earlier, Kramer had designed
the cover of Elizabeth's chapbook, Before You She Was a Pit Bull). He sent a
bunch of different images, which the three of us decided on together» David
Kramer is amazing» His blog is caled Toothless Alcoholic and I wished I lived
in New York and could be his friend. I've never been into old pulp novels» I
don't know if I've read a single one, actualy. Is that the same as noir? Where
should I start?

WB: I'd say it mostly is the same and The Postman Always Rings Twice is the place
to start» You saying that made me think of this quote from Barry Hannah's
essay on noir for the Oxford American: "In noir, doom rules the mood» It is
perhaps the one consistent noun of the literature, running wld over the good
and the shady. The apt weather is one of destruction, with characters staring
at a void, hands empty and reaching without a tool to confront the oncoming
night where more grief and terror lurk»" If that's true (and I think it is), I'd say
that your stories—in some ways at least—-have a mood or tone consistent with
noir. What do you think? Am I stretching here?
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MM: Yeah, I’d say this is probably accurate of the mood/tone. It has a lot to
do with my state of mind, unfortunately. I’ve always been an anxious, jumpy
person, terrible to watch a horror movie with in the theater because I will
actually yell, very loudly, and embarrass my seatmate. don’t know what to say
about it, really, except that being uncomfortable nearly every second is awful
and translates into my fiction. And while don’t consider myself particularly
depressing or unhappy (I laugh a lot and my laugh is this obnoxious guffaw
and dislike overtly sad people because I think it’s simply impolite to be
burdensome), it’s still how I live. And it’s nice that something vaguely positive
can come of it, though I’m not in the writing-is-therapeutic camp, nor do I
think that writing makes my life better in any way. In fact, think it’s the most
self-absorbed activity there is; it separates me from people even further.

WB: I’m going to keep going with this line of questioning for a second, if that’s
okay. In an interview with 3:AM Magazine, Megan Abbott said, "Sometimes
noir is dismissed as depressing, but to me it never is. It’s primal and seductive,
the big emotions of life laid bare. This is another thing that resonates for me
in terms of thinking about your stories as noirish. Noir cuts to the quick and
seeks a sort of raw and brutal honesty. Is that something you’re interested in
achieving in your work?
MM: I’ve never been good at letting people get close to me, but don’t have
any difficulty putting things on paper. I don’t think there’s any point in writing
that’s not completely honest. People can feel falseness—it’s obvious when
someone is avoiding something, or not telling the truth. I’m not sure what
saves my writing from being completely bleak and depressing, or if, in fact,
it is saved from these things. If it is, though, think it has to do with my
character’s attempts to interpret what is happening to them, and around them.
It’s always cool when someone puts something into words that you’ve felt but
never actually articulated. There’s this recognition that’s really wonderful, like,
"yes, exactly,’ and then you don’t feel so alone for a minute. This is what I’m
trying to do.

WB: I was in Square Books a few weeks ago, and was excited to see that Big
World had been reissued in a second edition. I pretty rarely do this with books,
mostly just with albums, but picked up another copy just for the Chris Offutt
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intro and the bonus story. How did the second edition come about? Did your
publisher approach Chris Offutt about an intro? What was it like to hear that
Offutt was writing an intro? With reissued albums, it’s sometimes hard to think
about bonus tracks as really being part of the album, but "Cedars of Lebanon”
fits in so perfectly here and has become one of my favorites. Do you consider
it part of the book now? Why place it first in the new edition?

MM: Chris Offutt read a story of mine, "Dirty,” when it was published in the
literary magazine, Sententia. Then he sent me a message saying very nice things
and I was super excited and started rereading his stories in back issues of The
Oxford American (I have nearly every issue of the OA and they are like gold).
Chris read Big World and handed out copies to his friends. He asked about my
work and gave me helpful advice like, "Always make sure you write more than
you drink.” So when the second edition was coming out, I asked Aaron to ask
Chris to write an introduction, and Chris was gracious enough to do it even
though he was swamped and Aaron needed it in, like, a week or something. I
don’t know why didn’t ask him myself. think it’s always sort of embarrassing
to be told no from someone who maybe feels like they should say yes, if that
makes any sense. So Chris wrote this lovely introduction and we just stuck the
new story at the beginning, with the idea that it would receive more attention
that way. I think it does, and people seem to like it pretty well. The couple in
"Cedars of Lebanon” is the same couple on vacation in "Fast Trains.”

WB: The version of "Cedars of Lebanon” that was in The Collagist was much
shorter. Did you cut it down for the magazine or expand it for the book?
MM: I had just written the short version of the story when submitted it to
Matt Bell at The Collagist. After it was published, kept writing. The ending in
the abbreviated version isn’t well developed—there’s all this tension and then
it ends with the guy playing "Highwayman and the girl picturing herself as
a drop of rain, which is too abstract/wistful for the story was trying to tell
(and also just kind of ridiculous to end on, giving it too much weight). So
had. Coach come over and interrupt the couple’s night, putting a glitch in
their plans. think just wanted to write about his "array of near-debilitating
superstitions” leftover from his baseball days, but then something else
happened, and something else. I feel incapable of telling a satisfying story in
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol17/iss1/23
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so few words now I think the best flashes are often more closely aligned with
poetry than prose—they play with repetition and work creatively with space
and time—but these aren’t really things I do. I tell linear narratives that are easy
to follow, or this is the way I think of them, at least.
WB: One of my favorite passages in “Cedars of Lebanon is: “When she’d
gone to France, she’d had difficulty with the toilets—there was either a pedal
hanging on the floor or a string hanging from the ceiling or a button somewhere
and you had to figure it out. One time, she couldn’t figure it out and had had
to leave her shit floating in the bowl. Who wanted to go to Europe? And
everything was too small and the women were too thin. The girl wouldn’t
have liked it there.” love how this feeling prevails through these stories and
works against the title of the collection. Also, love how your characters fail
in little and big ways. It’s what sucked me into the book in the first place. Are
you generally more interested in characters whose lives are driven by fear and
narrowness and failure or are those just side effects of the lives they lead?
MM: That’s an interesting question, and I’m not quite sure what the difference
is. It seems a bit like a chicken/egg question. don’t know if this addresses it,
but I’ve always been the kind of person who makes things harder for herself.
For example, as a kid, I’d read Stephen King novels right before bed and then
I’d spend a large portion of the night looking out the window, imagining a man
hiding in the long shadow of a tree. So I’d promise myself that wouldn’t read
Stephen King before bed ever again and then I’d do it the next night, with the
same result. My friend, Greg, describes my behavior as “immediate regret.”
I’ve only been overseas once, in my early twenties. had a panic attack at the
airport because I didn’t like the idea of being so far from home (and what’s
really embarrassing is that my mother was traveling with me). I just don’t do
very well when don’t know where things are, how they work. I’ve never been
very adventurous. I’m an armchair traveler, as much as hate to admit it.

WB: In an interview with The Short Review, you say it took you three years to
write the stories included in Big World and that “My Brother in Christ” was
only the second story you ever wrote. Are the stories in Big World then, aside
from what’s included in Less Shiny, the whole of your output over those three
years? Are there stories you threw away? Stuff that you didn’t work through
Published by eGrove, 2012
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MM: I spent a lot of this time trying to write novels. After reading too much
Jean Rhys, I had the idea that could expand my stories into novels—have
the narrator just kind of wander around half-drunk and sad, but this doesn’t
work for 250 pages. Jean Rhys pulls it off because she lulls you into believing
her characters are wandering aimlessly when there’s actually this tightly woven
plot at work. Unfortunately, I was all anti-plot then and the novel attempts fall
apart by page 50 and are almost completely unusable. I often can’t even salvage
short stories from them (as they began as short stories and then the “second
chapter or whatever feels out of context). I’m not anti-plot anymore. The
novel I’m working on currently is a road trip story, which creates an inherent
structure that’s difficult to mess up. My characters wake up and have to get
them from Point A to Point B. And then there are all of these opportunities
for things to go wrong, for people they meet along to way to throw things
off course. And even if nothing much happens, there are four people stuck
together in a car for hours at a time, irritating the hell out of each other.
Something’s got to happen, or this is my hope, anyway.

WB: In that interview you also say you dislike third person. I recently read an
interview with Scott McClanahan where he says something similar. What do
you prefer about first person?
MM: I’m writing in third person more now, though my third person is a lot like
first person—very close third where only one point-of-view is given. I’m really
impressed with writers who can change POV seamlessly, but this seems like too
much work, and it’s also just not what I’m interested in. I’m interested in one
character’s skewed perspective. I don’t want to know what everyone’s thinking,
or what’s really going on” in a given situation. think what’s interesting about
people is that we’re trapped inside ourselves—we have so little insight into
our behavior, and our abilities to rationalize and delude ourselves are endlessly
amazing.

WB: You talked to my friend and former teacher John Brandon about how you
sometimes get shit for your lack of physical description. It’s something that I
really appreciate about your writing. Does it just not interest you or do you aim
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol17/iss1/23
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to get your Active world across fully in other ways so that physical description
doesn’t bog the story down? Is this something people have criticized you for
in workshops and/or reviews? How do you work past that?

MM: I’m using physical description more now, too! And it’s fun! think
sometimes the physical world is very important to the story you want to tell,
and other times it’s not.
recently wrote a story about a couple living in a
neighborhood that’s undergoing gentrification. It’s set in Austin, in one of
the hottest summers on record, during an extreme drought. For this story, the
physical world became very important, perhaps as important as the characters.
In fact, someone said it was "atmospherically driven as opposed to "character
driven,” which I was kind of excited about. It makes me think that maybe I’m
starting to look outside myself, whatever this means. think that’s not true,
actually, but it sounds good.

WB: Larry Brown’s one of my favorite writers, and I feel like there’s some
connection between his first collection, Facing the Music, and Big World But it
might just be in my mind. I’m teaching both collections in my fiction class next
semester, in part because they’re two of my favorite books, and in part because
I see a link there and I’m anxious for students to explore it. Anything to that?
Was Brown an influence?
MM: love Larry Brown. haven’t read Facing the Music, but Big Bad Love, The
Rabbit Factory, and Fay are some of my favorite books. have a signed copy of
The Rabbit Factory around here somewhere. titled one of my stories “Big Bad
Love, in homage to Brown. In it, the narrator is reading a copy of the book:
On the cover, two people make out in the backseat of a car. We look at
the man’s ropy arm and black jeans, the woman’s messy blonde hair. They
are thin and young and beautiful and the picture somehow implies that
passion requires these things, that the rest of us are going to miss out.

I’m ordering Facing the Music now. And thanks for teaching Big World. That’s so
exciting.

WB: live and die by Tom Waits. In an interview with Jim Fusilli for The Wall
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Street Journal last week he talked about the process of making a song: "I have
to be willing to look at it like a three-legged table. If you've got three legs, you
know it can stand up. Then we can put stripes on its tie or give it a toupee, but
you need to have something to hang it on. I'm usually more about the nucleus
of it all." Do you feel that way about stories at all?

MM: Usually, I just start with a line of dialogue and then there's a voice and
energy behind it, or there's not If there is, I continue, but no matter what I think
the story might be about, it always circles back to my obsessions: what it means
to be female, the inability to connect, the failings of the body, and Diet Coke
(which I hardly drink anymore). Pretty soon the characters in my stories will be
drinking green tea and talking about their self-imposed dietary restrictions and
that will just be ... awful. In editing my next story collection, I've been using
"Search in Document" to see how many times I've written the phrase, "I don't
feel like." My characters are often not feeling like things. Yesterday, I cut too
many trees, and too many eyes magnified behind thick lenses. I'm pleased to say
there's not a single Back to the Future reference in this one.
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